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.  W o l f e  u s e s  
t h e  a c t i o n ,  
J y  u p d a t i n g  
r s  o n e  y e a r  
1 t  a b o u t  t h e  
o n l y  w a y  h e  c o u l d  t e r m i n a t e  t h e  b o o k ,  s i n c e  
t h e  a c t i o n  p o i n t s  t o w a r d  n o  n a t u r a l  c o n -
c l u s i o n .  
W h i l e  W o l f e  f a i l e d  a t  m a k i n g  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  
f r o m  r e a l - l i f e  a c t i o n  t o  f i c t i o n a l  p l o t ,  h e  h a s  
s u c c e e d e d  a t  m a k i n g  t h e  o t h e r  t r a n s i t i o n s  -
f r o m  r e p o r t s  o f  r e a l  p e o p l e  t o  f i c t i o n a l  c h a r a c -
t e r i z a t i o n ,  f r o m  p e r s o n a l  n a r r a t i o n  t o  f i c t i o n a l  
p o i n t - o f - v i e w ,  f r o m  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  l a n g u a g e  t o  
s t y l e  w h i c h  u n d e r g i r d s  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  f i c t i o n .  
A n d  m o s t  o f  a l l  f r o m  t h e  p e r s o n a l  s t a t e m e n t  
o f  n o n - f i c t i o n  t o  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y  
- a n d  m o r a l  p o s i t i o n  - o f  t h e  b e s t  f i c t i o n .  
T h o u g h  h e  h a s n ' t  s a i d  i t  i n  p u b l i c ,  W o l f e ' s  
n o v e l  s u g g e s t s  h e  h a s  d e c i d e d  t h a t  f i c t i o n  m a y  
b e  t r u e r  t h a n  r e a l  l i f e  - t h e  b a s i c  b e l i e f  o f  a l l  
g o o d  n o v e l i s t s .  
R o n  D w e l l e  
M a r i o n  M o n t g o m e r y ,  P o s s u m ,  a n d  O t h e r  
R e c e i t s  f o r  t h e  R e c o v e r y  o f  " S o u t h e r n "  B e i n g ,  
A t h e n s ,  G e o r g i a :  T h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  G e o r g i a  
P r e s s ,  1 9 8 7 .  1 5 8  p a g e s .  
I f  a  p o w e r f u l  c o m p u t e r  e n d o w e d  w i t h  a r t i f i -
c i a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  p r o g r a m m i n g  c o u l d  i n t e r f a c e  
w i t h  M a r i o n  M o n t g o m e r y  a n d  e n t e r  e v e r y -
t h i n g  f r o m  h i s  m i n d  i n t o  i t s  m e m o r y ,  c o u l d  
i t  w r i t e  t h i s  b o o k ?  M o n t g o m e r y ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  
o f  t h e  r e c i p e  f o r  c o o k i n g  p o s s u m  w i t h  t h e  
L a t i n  p o s s u m ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  f o r  h i m  t h e  a b i l -
i t y  o r  p o t e n c y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  p e r s o n ,  s e e m s  
a r b i t r a r y  e n o u g h  t h a t  t h e  c o m p u t e r  m i g h t  
a r r i v e  a t  i t .  B u t  t h e  m a c h i n e  w o u l d  b e  u n -
a b l e  t o  s e e  a  w a y  o f  f l e s h i n g  o u t  t h i s  s t r a n g e  
c o n n e c t i o n  t o  m a k e  o f  i t  a  c o m p e l l i n g  d i s -
c o u r s e .  W h y ?  B e c a u s e  t h e  c o m p u t e r  h a s  n o  
h e a r t ,  w h i c h  i s ,  a s  M o n t g o m e r y  c l a i m s ,  t h e  
s o u r c e  o f  v i s i o n ,  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e  b r a i n ' s  r e a -
s o n .  I  w o u l d  a d d  t h a t  t h e  c o m p u t e r  h a s  n o  
b o d y .  I t  c a n n o r  s e e  h o w  t o  f l e s h  o u t  i d e a s  
b e c a u s e  i t  h a s  n o  e y e s  a n d  n o  f l e s h .  I n  f a c t ,  
i n  s p i t e  o f  o u r  a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c  t e r m i n o l o g y ,  
i t  c a n n o t  " i n t e r f a c e "  w i t h  a  p e r s o n  b e c a u s e  
i t  h a s  n o  f a c e ,  a n d  i t s  i n f o r m a t i o n  s t o r a g e  i s  
n o t h i n g  l i k e  o u r  m e m o r y  b e c a u s e  i t  h a s  n e v e r  
e x p e r i e n c e d  a n y t h i n g .  
T h i s  b o o k ,  o r i g i n a l l y  g i v e n  a s  t h e  L a m a r  
M e m o r i a l  L e c t u r e s  a t  M e r c e r  U n i v e r s i t y ,  i s  
n o t  a b o u t  a r t i f i c i a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i n  c o m p u t e r s .  
B u t  i t  i s  a b o u t  a r t i f i c i a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i n  h u m a n  
b e i n g s ,  t h e  k i n d  o f  t h i n k i n g  ( d e s i g n a t e d  
m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  a s  " N o r t h e r n " )  t h a t  i s  d i v o r c e d  
f r o m  a  s e n s e  o f  p l a c e ,  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  r e a l i t y .  
M o n t g o m e r y  f o l l o w s  S t .  T h o m a s  A q u i n a s  i n  
d i v i d i n g  t h e  m i n d  i n t o  r a t i o  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u s .  
R a t i o  i s  p u r e  r e a s o n ,  w h i c h  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e d u c e  
n a t u r e  a n d  h u m a n  n a t u r e  t o  a b s t r a c t i o n s ,  a n d  
f i n a l l y  t o  n u m b e r ,  s o  t h a t  b o t h  m a y  b e  c o n -
t r o l l e d  a n d  e v e n  r e d e s i g n e d .  I n t e l l e c t u s  i s  t h e  
i n t u i t i v e  o r  v i s i o n a r y  s i d e  o f  t h e  m i n d ,  t h e  
h e a r t .  M o n t g o m e r y  f o l l o w s  T .  S .  E l i o t  i n  a r g u -
i n g  t h a t  a  " d i s s o c i a t i o n  o f  s e n s i b i l i t y "  t o o k  
p l a c e  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,  
d i v o r c i n g  t h o u g h t  a n d  f e e l i n g .  T h e  W e s t e r n  
w o r l d ,  i n  t h i s  v i e w ,  h a s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  a d o p t e d  
O c k h a m ' s  n o m i n a l i s m ,  a s s e r t i n g  m o r e  a n d  
m o r e  f l a t l y  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  h u m a n  
l a n g u a g e  a n d  r e a l i t y  i s  e n t i r e l y  a r b i t r a r y .  
A n o t h e r  t h i n k e r  M o n t g o m e r y  o f t e n  c a l l s  
u p o n  i s  E r i c  V o e g e l i n ,  w h o  t e r m e d  t h i s  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  m a l a d y  " t h e  n e w  g n o s t i c i s m . "  A s  
t h e  t h e i s t i c  g n o s t i c i s m  o f  t h e  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  
e r a  d i v o r c e d  s p i r i t  a n d  f l e s h ,  t h e  m o d e r n  
a t h e i s t i c  g n o s t i c i s m  p r i v i l e g e s  a b s t r a c t ,  c r i t i -
c a l  t h i n k i n g  o v e r  i n t u i t i v e ,  a n a l o g i c a l  i n s i g h t .  
S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  o u r  i n c r e a s i n g  r e l i a n c e  o n  p u r e  
a b s t r a c t i o n  r e s u l t s  n o t  o n l y  i n  r e d u c e d  a w a r e -
n e s s  o f  t h e  w o r l d  a r o u n d  u s  b u t  a l s o  i n  a b j e c t  
m a t e r i a l i s m .  N o  p a r a d o x  h e r e :  t h e  p u r e s t  
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abstraction translates reality into numbers, 
not names; and matter appears to be reduci-
ble to number, while spirit can hardly even 
be named. Along these lines, I thought I had 
detected an inconsistency when Montgomery 
proclaimed gnostic dualism to be "as ancient 
as Adam's being required to name the crea-
tures in an old Garden" (p. 24), but he later 
revises this evaluation in advancing his belief 
that names are not, finally, arbitrary (pp. 33, 
87). 
The most direct influence on Montgomery's 
thinking comes evidently from the Vander-
bilt Fugitives. The alternate term for them, 
"Agrarians," emphasizes the notion that 
writers must be rooted in the land at some 
particular place. Montgomery sees himself fol-
lowing those earlier Southern poets in being 
a "prophetic poet" who describes, not the 
future, but the evils of the present which may 
pollute the future. If at the beginning of the 
book this title sounds grandiose, it seems to 
have been earned by the end. Montgomery 
does flesh out his ideas so as to make the 
reader see the danger into which we fall when, 
in trying to think critically and dispassion-
ately, we silence our intuitions and ignore our 
visions. 
Montgomery is no doubt called a conser-
vative. He may be quite willing to accept the 
label, since all prophets seek to conserve (or 
revive) an endangered sense of communal 
values. Still, it should be noted that his views 
are no more amenable to capitalist material-
ism than they are to the Marxist variety: both 
ideologies love numbers, not people. He 
points out that the Agrarians were criticized 
from left and right, and he evidently expects 
as much himself. All the same, he is certain 
to make more enemies among the many 
liberals who believe that they love humanity 
but who tend to define that term as a grow-
68 
ing population of highly intelligent animals 
who must be better managed if the species is 
to survive. Above all, Montgomery marks 
himself as a non-liberal when he turns to the-
ology and poetry rather than the social 
sciences for enlightenment concerning the 
human condition (p. 127). In practicing the 
old liberal arts instead of the new liberal 
sciences, he alienates himself from most con-
temporary liberalism. 
Possum embodies the integration of heart 
and head it champions. It also integrates a 
variety of disciplines, ranging from theology 
and philosophy through literary criticism to 
history and social criticism. The book gives 
a profound review of our intellectual tradition 
and engages the enduring questions in their 
present manifestations. Old readers of Mont-
gomery may find little that is entirely new to 
them but will be gladdened by the novel appli-
cations and connections; new readers of his 
will discover a writer who treats the impor-
tant questions with rigor, vitality, and a 
respect for the mystery and complexity of 
existence. 
What more could one desire? Perhaps some 
mention of C. S. Lewis, whose Abolition of 
Man similarly warns against the tendency of 
"men without chests" to aim at controlling 
not only nature but also human nature. On 
the need for rootedness, he might have turned 
not to Saint Thomas but to Saint Francis, a 
poet whose mysticism was expressed in love 
of the created world around him, and who 
commanded his brothers always to return to 
the Portiuncula, the "little portion" of earth 
where his mission began. 
I would also like to see Montgomery apply 
his critique to the deconstructionist' school of 
literary criticism. Perhaps he alludes to the 
deconstructionists' reductio ad absurdum of 
nominalism when he explains that the prime 
objective of 
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o b j e c t i v e  o f  t h e  n e w  g n o s t i c i s m  i s  
t o  a c q u i r e  a n d  u s e  p o w e r  o v e r  b e i n g .  F r o m  
t h a t  p r i n c i p l e  i t  f o l l o w s  a s  a  f i r s t  n e c e s s i t y  
t h e  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  
o f  m i n d  i n t o  a n  a u t o n o m y  i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  
r e a l i t y .  ( p .  1 0 8 )  
Q u i t e  p o s s i b l y  h e  h a s  s p o k e n  o n  t h i s  s u b j e c t  
i n  r e v i e w  a r t i c l e s  w h i c h  I  h a v e  n o t  r e a d ,  b u t  
t h i s  b o o k  w o u l d  s e e m  t o  o f f e r  a  s e c u r e  v a n -
t a g e  p o i n t  f r o m  w h i c h  t o  s e e  w h a t  p o s t -
s t r u c t u r a l i s t s  a r e  a b o u t .  I t  w o u l d  b e  m o s t  
i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  w a t c h  t h o s e  c r i t i c s  c h e w  o n  t h e  
S o u t h e r n  r e c i p e  f o r  p o s s u m .  
M o n t g o m e r y  f o r  s o m e  r e a s o n  s t o p s  s h o r t  o f  
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  b o d y .  T h e  F a t h e r s  w h o  
c o m b a t t e d  t h e  a n c i e n t  g n o s t i c i s m  s p o k e  o f  t h e  
s a n c t i t y  o f  t h e  b o d y  i t s e l f .  O r i g e n  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  
o u r  g l o r i f i e d  b o d y  w o u l d  n o t  b e  d i f f e r e n t  i n  
e s s e n c e  f r o m  o u r  p r e s e n t  b o d y .  T  e r t u l l i a n  
p r o c l a i m e d  t h a t  " T h e  f l e s h  i s  t h e  h i n g e  o f  s a l -
v a t i o n . "  A u g u s t i n e  r a i s e d  a s  t h e  p r i m e  m y s -
t e r y  w h a t  T .  S .  E l i o t  a l s o  c a m e  t o  r e c o g n i z e  
a s  s u c h :  " T h e  h i n t  h a l f  g u e s s e d ,  t h e  g i f r  h a l f  
u n d e r s t o o d ,  i s  I n c a r n a t i o n . "  T h e  A p o s t l e s '  
C r e e d  e x p r e s s e s  t h i s  t e a c h i n g ,  c o n f r o n t i n g  
d u a l i s m  w i t h  b e l i e f  i n  " t h e  r e s u r r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  
b o d y . "  M o r e  r e c e n t l y ,  t h e o l o g i a n s  h a v e  a g a i n  
b e g u n  t o  i n s i s t  o n  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  m i n d  a n d  
b o d y  i n  f a c e  o f  t h e  n e w  g n o s t i c i s m .  I f  M o n t -
g o m e r y  i n s i s t s  o n l y  o n  h e a d  a n d  h e a r t  a s  
i n t e g r a l  t o  o u r  e s s e n c e ,  h e  w i l l  h i m s e l f  r e m a i n  
p a r t i a l l y  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  m o d e r n  g n o s t i c i s m .  
I n t e l l e c t u s  i s  p a r t l y  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  b r a i n  ( w h o l l y  
s o ,  s o m e  r a t i o n a l i s t s  s u g g e s t ) :  t h o s e  f e e l i n g s  i n  
t h e  c h e s t  w h i c h  a r e  b o u n d  u p  w i t h  i m a g i n a -
t i o n  a n d  i n t u i t i o n  p e r h a p s  c o n n e c t  t h e  o n e -
d i m e n s i o n a l ,  s e r i a l  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  b r a i n  w i t h  
t h e  t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l i t y  o f  t h e  b o d y ,  w i t h o u t  
w h i c h  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  n o  m e t a p h o r ,  n o  v i s i o n .  
A l l  t h i s  m a y  b e  i m p l i e d  i n  P o s s u m ,  b u t  i t  i s  
n e v e r  s t a t e d .  P r e s s i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n  d o w n  t o  
t h e  l e v e l  o f  t h e  f l e s h  w o u l d  a l s o  f o r c e  f u l l e r  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  c e r t a i n  m o r a l  i s s u e s .  F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  I  w o n d e r  w h e t h e r  M o n t g o m e r y  
w o u l d  c o n s i d e r  c o n t r a c e p t i o n  t o  b e  a n o t h e r  
m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  t h e  m o d e r n  d u a l i s m .  
F i n a l l y ,  a s  r e f r e s h i n g  a s  i t  i s  t o  f i n d  s o m e -
o n e  s p e a k i n g  o f " c o m m u n i t y "  i n s t e a d  o f " s o c i -
e t y , "  o n e  m i g h t  w i s h  f o r  a  m o r e  c o m p l e t e  
e x p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  t h a n  
i s  g i v e n  i n  M o n t g o m e r y ' s  s u g g e s t i v e  " A f t e r -
w o r d . "  W h a t  d o e s  b i n d  t h o s e  p e r s o n s  
t o g e t h e r ?  W h i l e  w e  m a y  a g r e e  t h a t  F a u l k n e r ' s  
M i s s  E m i l y  b i n d s  a  c o m m u n i t y  m o r e  s u r e l y  
t h a n  N a s h v i l l e ' s  r e p l i c a  o f  t h e  P a r t h e n o n ,  w e  
d e s i r e  a  h e a l t h i e r  c o m m u n i t y  t h a n  h e r s .  
W h e n  M o n t g o m e r y  a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  c o m m u -
n i t y  m u s t  b e  d e p e n d e n t  u p o n  t h e  p r o p h e t i c  
p o e t  ( p .  1 2 9 ) ,  I  w o n d e r  i f  h e  m a y  n o t  f i n a l l y  
b e  b u r d e n i n g  h i m s e l f  w i t h  a  k i n d  o f  a u t h o r i t y  
t h a t  i s  m o r e  p r o p e r l y  p l a c e d  e l s e w h e r e .  T h e  
p r o p h e t  a w a k e n s  t h e  c o n s c i e n c e  o f  a  c o m m u -
n i t y ,  b u t  w h o s e  o f f i c e  i s  i t  t o  u n i t e  a n d  d i r e c t  
t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  m a i n t a i n  i t s  c o n t i n u i t y ?  
I n  s h o r t ,  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  s e e  M o n t g o m e r y  
p r e s s  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  i d e a s  a  s t e p  f u r t h e r .  S t i l l ,  
I  r e j o i c e  t o  h a v e  r e a d  a  b o o k  t h a t  r e v e a l s  t h e  
h e a r t l e s s n e s s  o f  m u c h  m o d e r n  i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m  
a s  b r i l l i a n t l y  a s  t h i s  o n e  d o e s .  M o n t g o m e r y  
c a n  b e  c a l l e d  a  r e a c t i o n a r y  o n l y  i f  b y  t h a t  o n e  
m e a n s  a n  a n g r y  p r o p h e t .  H e  r e j e c t s ,  n o t  c o m -
p u t e r s ,  b u t  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  r e m a k e  o u r -
s e l v e s  i n  t h e  i m a g e  o f  t h e  m a c h i n e  w e  h a v e  
m a d e .  H e  q u o t e s  a n  u n n a m e d  a c a d e m i c  
l e a d e r  a s  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  g o a l  o f  t h e  a c a d e m y  
i s  t h e  " r e p r o g r a m m i n g  o f  n a t u r e . "  M o n t -
g o m e r y  c r i e s  o u t  t h a t  n e i t h e r  n a t u r e  n o r  
h u m a n  n a t u r e  i s  u n m y s t e r i o u s  a n d  m e c h a n i -
c a l  e n o u g h  t o  b e  t r e a t e d  t h a t  w a y :  " e x c e p t  b y  
f u n d a m e n t a l  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  e x i s t e n c e  i s  n o t  t o  
b e  r e d u c e d  o u t  o f  t i m e  t o  t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  g n o -
s i s  i n c a r n a t e ,  t h e  c o m p u t e r "  ( p .  1 0 9 ) .  
B e n j a m i n  G .  L o c k e r d ,  J r .  
6 9  
